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In mid-December, the Mexican government, using a procedure allowed by rules of the World Trade
Organization (WTO), blocked a US effort to request the creation of a special panel to rule on the
telecommunications dispute between the two countries.
The US Trade Representative's Office (USTR) first announced its intention to seek the panel in
August when it requested consultations with Mexican officials. The consultations are a preliminary
step required before a country can formally request the creation of a panel (see SourceMex,
2000-08-02).
In September, the US agreed to delay the request for a WTO panel after the Mexican government's
telecommunications regulator (Comision Federal de Telecomunicaciones, COFETEL) ordered
TELMEX to greatly reduce the fees charged to competitors for interconnection fees on long-distance
calls (see SourceMex, 2000-09-20). The high fees were a primary reason why Avantel, a subsidiary of
US-based MCI WorldCom, and Alestra, affiliated with US company AT&T, convinced the USTR to
seek WTO action against TELMEX and the Mexican government.
But the USTR, which deemed COFETEL's actions insufficient, decided to proceed with its request
for the panel in December. Mexico immediately used procedures allowed by the WTO to block
the creation of the panel. Negotiations continue to avert new request for panel Economy Secretary
Luis Derbez said the Mexican government's decision to block the formation of the WTO disputeresolutions panel was simply a maneuver intended to give the two countries more time to resolve
the issue.
The Secretaria de Economia, headed by Derbez, replaced the Secretaria de Comercio y
Fomento Industrial (SECOFI), which handled trade disputes. Derbez said Communications and
Transportation Secretary Pedro Cerisola will also have major input in Mexico's strategy in the
telecommunications dispute in the current administration.
"Independent of the process of consultations, Mexico will continue with its process of opening
the telecommunications market and developing related services as part of its strategy to promote
economic development," the SCT and COFETEL said in a recent statement. The US has the option
of renewing its request for a panel at the next regular meeting of the WTO's Dispute Settlement
Body on Feb. 1. If that option is pursued, a panel created on or close to that date would have six
months to hand down a preliminary ruling.
US Trade Representative Charlene Barshefsky said the US and Mexican governments have made
some progress on the issue during recent meetings and will continue discussions over the next
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several weeks. "We do want to work with Mexico to try and resolve the issue,"Barshefsky said.
"But failing a resolution, we will continue to pursue our WTO rights." TELMEX, in the meantime,
has begun intensive negotiations with rivals Avantel and Alestra on an agreement that would
eliminate the need for the WTO panel. "In the last two months, we have worked diligently to seek
an agreement on all our disputes," said TELMEX director-general Jaime Chico Pardo. "I feel we
have made some important advances."
TELMEX's competitors also sounded optimistic that an accord could be reached with the Mexican
telecommunications giant. "We have a lot of interest in reaching an agreement with TELMEX, but
we have no [target] date," said Jorge Escribano, Alestra's director of communications. COFETEL
director Jorge Nicolin said his agency is watching the TELMEX negotiations with competitors,
but cannot have any input at this stage. "At the moment that all parties announce they are unable
to reach an agreement, then we would have the obligation to intervene," said Nicolin. (Sources:
Associated Press, Novedades, El Financiero, 12/12/00; Reforma, 12/12-14/00; Reuters, 12/11/00,
12/14/00; El Economista, 12/15/00)
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